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Pitney BOWBS 1116- A mail receipt terminal for accepting an envelope having 
35 Waterview Drive evidence of postage applied thereto. The mail receipt ter 
P-O- BOX 3000 minal includes a controller module and an input scanner 
Shelton’ CT 06484'8000 (Us) module and a printer module, both in operative communi 

cation With the controller module. The controller module 
(73) Asslgneez Pltney Bowes Inc‘ includes a control system and a clock module. The input 

(21) AppL NO‘: 11/123,575 scanner module: receives the envelope, (ii) scans the 
evidence of postage to determine its veracity, and (iii) rejects 

(22) Filed; May 5, 2005 the envelope if the evidence of postage is determined to be 
improper. If the evidence of postage is determined to be 

Related US, Application Data proper, then the printer module prints a receipt including 
data thereon corresponding to the envelope Where the receipt 

(63) Continuation of application No. 09/645,398, ?led on data includes a date/time stamp and an ID tracking number 
Aug. 24, 2000, noW Pat. No. 6,925,451. that uniquely corresponds to the envelope. 
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I A mailing receipt 
I A unique‘ identi?er for your mailpjéce 

I A record of delivery kept by the Postal Service for two years 
Important Reminders: 
I Certi?ed Mall may ONLY be combined with First-Ciess Mail or Priority Mail. 

I N0 INSURANCE COVERAGE is PROVIDED with Certi?ed Mail. For 
valuables, M 

I For an additional fee, a Return Heoelpt m be requested to vide prooi of 
teen attechaFiemm 

and dd Receipt Form to the postage to cover the 
tee. mg; maiipiece Return Receipt Requested‘. To receive a tee waiver for 
aduuedpiieate retum receipt, a USPS postmarkonyourcertt?ed Mail receipt is 
requ _ 

I For an additional tee, delivery may be restricted to the addressee or 
addressee's authorized a ent. Advise the clerk or mark the mailpieoe with the endorsement "Restricted bellvery'. 

I if a postmark on the Certi?ed Mail receipt is desired, lease present the arti 
cieetihe post office for n . its rn onthe Certi?ed Mail 

E? s a 5 5 § 3 a 

receipt is not needed. detach and affix label with postage and melt. 

IMPORTANT: Save this receipt and present it when making an Inquiry. 
PS Form 3800. July 1999 (Reverse) 102595-99-M-2087 

Y 

FIG. 2 
( PRIOR ART) 
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MAIL RECEIPT TERMINAL HAVING DEPOSIT 
TRACKING CAPABILITY 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a continuation of application 
Ser. No. 09/645,398 ?led Aug. 24, 2000, now US. Pat. 
No. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The invention relates generally to the ?eld of postal 
system. More particularly, in the preferred embodiments, 
this invention is directed to a postal system, a mail receipt 
terminal and methods for providing proof of deposit of a 
mail piece by a sender With the postal authority. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] When dispatching important communications 
(contracts, legal notices, deeds, etc.), the sender and recipi 
ent of a mail piece are both often very interested in knoWing 
When the mail piece Was deposited With the carrier for 
delivery and in tracking the progress of the mail piece until 
it is received by the recipient. 

[0004] No matter What form of postage payment a sender 
utiliZes, there exists no convenient Way for the sender to 
receive proof that a particular mail piece Was deposited With 
the postal authority on a given day. If the sender utilizes 
permit payment methods, then the date of deposit of the 
batch mailing With the postal authority Will not con?rm that 
a particular mail piece Was contained With that batch. If the 
sender utiliZes stamps, then the sender has even less proof of 
When the envelope Was deposited. If the sender utiliZes a 
postage meter, then the mail piece does contain a date on 
Which the postage Was applied to the mail piece. HoWever, 
this does not necessarily correspond to the date When the 
mail piece Was deposited for delivery because the sender 
may process the mail piece on one day and deposit it With 
the postal authority on another day. 

[0005] On the other hand, the sender may visit the post 
of?ce WindoW and make payment for ?rst class postage, 
deposit the mail piece With the postal authority and request 
a receipt from the post of?ce WindoW clerk. HoWever, this 
receipt Will only evidence that a given amount of postage 
Was dispensed on a given date. There is no relationship 
betWeen the postage, the date and the recipient. As an added 
option, the sender may request special services, such as: 
certi?ed mail delivery, priority mail or the like. In this 
instance, a unique identi?cation number is issued by the 
postal authority, typically by placing it on the certi?ed mail 
label or the priority mail label (as shoWn in FIGS. 2 and 3, 
respectively), and the sender must ?ll out additional paper 
Work (the label) and pay a premium for these special 
services. In this case, the sender does receive a receipt that 
corresponds to a particular mail piece. HoWever, this process 
is: time consuming for both the sender and the postal 
authority; (ii) costly for both the sender and the postal 
authority; and (iii) only available during the postal authori 
ty’s normal Working hours. 

[0006] Therefore, there is a need for a more cost effective 
and efficient system for providing senders With proof of 
deposit of a mail piece With the postal authority. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] The present invention provides a mail receipt ter 
minal, a method of operating a postal system and a postal 
receipt. Generally, this is accomplished by generating a 
unique ID tracking number and controlling the acceptance of 
an envelope prior to printing a receipt that corresponds to the 
envelope. 
[0008] In accordance With the present invention, there is 
provided a mail receipt terminal for accepting an envelope 
having evidence of postage applied thereto. The mail receipt 
terminal includes a controller module and an input scanner 
module and a printer module, both in operative communi 
cation With the controller module. The controller module 
includes a control system and a clock module. The input 
scanner module: receives the envelope, (ii) scans the 
evidence of postage to determine its veracity, and (iii) rejects 
the envelope if the evidence of postage is determined to be 
improper. If the evidence of postage is determined to be 
proper, then the printer module prints a receipt including 
data thereon corresponding to the envelope Where the receipt 
data includes a date/time stamp and an ID tracking number 
that uniquely corresponds to the envelope. 

[0009] Therefore, it is noW apparent that the present 
invention substantially overcomes the disadvantages asso 
ciated With the prior art. Additional advantages of the 
invention Will be set forth in the description that folloWs, and 
in part Will be obvious from the description, or may be 
learned by practice of the invention. The objects and advan 
tages of the invention may be realiZed and obtained by 
means of the instrumentalities and combinations particularly 
pointed out in the appended claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0010] The accompanying draWings, Which are incorpo 
rated in and constitute a part of the speci?cation, illustrate 
presently preferred embodiments of the invention, and 
together With the general description given above and the 
detailed description of the preferred embodiments given 
beloW, serve to eXplain the principles of the invention. As 
shoWn throughout the draWings, like reference numerals 
designate like or corresponding parts. 

[0011] FIG. 1 is a simpli?ed diagrammatic representation 
of a postal system in accordance With the present invention. 

[0012] FIG. 2 is an eXample of a certi?ed mail label that 
eXists in the prior art. 

[0013] FIG. 3 is an eXample of a priority mail label that 
eXists in the prior art. 

[0014] FIG. 4 is an eXample of an envelope processed in 
accordance With the present invention is shoWn. 

[0015] FIG. 5 is an envelope deposit customer receipt 
printed in accordance With the present invention 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0016] Referring to FIG. 1, a postal system 100 including 
a postage metering system 110, a postal authority data 
processing system 130 and a terminal 200 for receiving an 
envelope 20 is shoWn. As described herein, the term enve 
lope 20 is intended to include any type of mail piece, such 
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as: envelopes, post cards, packages and the like. Since 
postage metering systems 110 are Well known in the art, 
their description Will be limited to that Which is necessary 
for an understanding of the present invention. Accordingly, 
the postage metering system 110 includes a computer device 
(not shoWn) and a printer (not shoWn) and may generally be 
based on any conventional postage metering platform, such 
as the ClickStamp® Online postage metering system or the 
PostPerfect® meter, both available from Pitney BoWes Inc. 
of Stamford, Conn. Similarly, the postal authority data 
processing system 130 is also Well knoWn in the art and its 
description Will be limited to that Which is necessary for an 
understanding of the present invention 

[0017] The terminal 200 acts as a repository for accepting 
envelopes 20 as they are deposited With the postal authority 
for delivery. The terminal 200 may be located remotely 
(street corner, shopping mall, university student center, etc.) 
at any convenient location or even in the post of?ce lobby 
for use during off hours. The postal authority data processing 
system 130 includes a data center 132 and a portable data 
carrier 134 that collects data from the terminal 200 and 
passes it to the data center 132. 

[0018] The terminal 200 includes customer facing ele 
ments 210, a controller 230 and postal service elements 250. 
The customer facing elements 210 provide an interface to 
the customer so as to make the terminal 200 a self-service 
experience for the customer. The postal service elements 250 
are intended to be utiliZed exclusively by the postal author 
ity. The controller 230 is operatively coupled to the customer 
facing elements 210 and the postal service elements 250 and 
generally directs their behavior. The controller 230 may 
generally be of any conventional design, including a suitable 
combination of hardWare, softWare and peripheral devices. 
The controller 230 includes a control system 232 operatively 
connected to a memory device 234 and a secure real time 
clock device 236. Additionally, the controller 230 is opera 
tively connected to both the customer facing elements 210 
and the postal service elements 250. The memory device 234 
may be of any conventional type (hard disk, non-volatile 
memory, etc.) suf?cient to store data collected by the cus 
tomer facing elements 210. The secure real time clock 236 
may also be of any conventional type sufficient to provide a 
reliable indication of the date and time to the controller 230 
so that fear of tamper by someone With fraudulent intent is 
not a realistic consideration. Generally, the customer facing 
elements 210 are directed to receiving input from and 
communicating information to the customer. The customer 
facing elements 210 include a display 212, a keyboard 214, 
a printer 216 and an input scanner 218, all under the control 
of the control system 232. Here again, these components 
may be of any conventional design. The postal service 
elements 250 include a postal interface 252, in operative 
communication With the control system 232, and a bin 254 
that collects and holds the envelopes 20 that have been 
inserted into the terminal 200 until they are retrieved by the 
postal authority. 

[0019] Referring to FIGS. 2 and 3 in vieW of FIG. 1, a 
certi?ed mail label 50 and a priority mail label 60, both 
available in the prior art, are shoWn, respectively. As dis 
cussed above, these labels 50 and 60 are issued by the postal 
authority, cooperatively ?lled out by both the customer and 
the postal authority and are applied to the envelope 20. The 
certi?ed mail label 50 includes an ID number 52, printed on 
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both the postal authority portion and the customer portion of 
the label 50. Similarly, the express mail label 60 includes an 
ID number 62, printed on multi-page form so that both the 
customer and the postal authority may have record of it on 
their respective copies of the label. Both the postal authority 
and the customer use the ID numbers 52 and 62, respec 
tively, for tracking purposes. 

[0020] Referring to FIG. 4 in vieW of FIG. 1, an envelope 
20 processed by the postal metering 100 in accordance With 
the present invention is shoWn. The envelope 20 includes a 
recipient address 22, a sender address 24 and a postal indicia 
30 printed thereon. The postal indicia 30 includes both ?xed 
data that does not change from postal indicia to postal 
indicia and variable data that may change from postal indicia 
to postal indicia. Generally, the ?xed data includes a graphic 
design 31 (an eagle), a meter serial number 32 uniquely 
identifying the postage meter (not shoWn) and a licensing 
post of?ce identi?er (Zip code) 36. Generally, the variable 
data includes a date 34 indicating When the postage Was 
dispensed, a postal value 38 indicating an amount of postage 
and veri?cation data 39 (shoWn in the form of a 2D bar code) 
for use by the postal authority for verifying the authenticity 
of the postal indicia 30 using conventional techniques. The 
variable data also includes an ID tracking number 33 gen 
erated by the postal system 100 in response to a request from 
the customer. The ID number is preferably an alphanumeric 
number and may be printed on the envelope 20 in human 
readable format, machine readable format or both formats. 
HoWever, those skilled in the art Will recogniZe that the exact 
content of both the ?xed data and variable data is subject to 
regulation of the postal authority and a matter of design 
choice. 

[0021] Referring to FIGS. 1 and 4, in the most preferred 
embodiment, the postage metering system 110 is compliant 
With the Information-Based Indicia Program (IBIP) as 
de?ned by the United States Postal Service (USPS). The 
IBIP is intended to augment existing postage meters using 
neW technology knoWn as information-based indicia. The 
IBIP relies on digital signature techniques to produce for 
each mail piece a postal indicia 30 Whose origin cannot be 
repudiated. The IBIP requires that, for each envelope 20, the 
recipient address 22 and the corresponding postage indicia 
30 be generated and printed together and an integral unit. 
Thus, various input data, such as the recipient address 22, 
the date 34, the meter serial number 32 and the postage 
amount 38, are utiliZed by the postage metering system 110 
to generate the veri?cation data 39. This is to ensure that 
address cleansing is performed and that there is a one-to-one 
correspondence betWeen the recipient address 22 and its 
associated postage indicia 30. As a result, the postage 
metering system 110 must print this unit on the actual 
envelope 20 or on label stock for later attachment to the 
envelope 20. 

[0022] It should be understood that the veri?cation data 39 
is not unique to each envelope 20. Different combinations of 
the input data may yield the same veri?cation data 39. That 
is, tWo different postage metering systems 110 With different 
serial numbers 32 on different days 34 applying different 
postage amounts 38 to envelopes 20 addressed to different 
recipient addresses 22 may yield the same veri?cation data 
39. HoWever, the encryption algorithm that de?nes the 
veri?cation data 39 is generally immune from attack. 
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[0023] Referring to FIG. 5 in vieW of FIG. 1, an envelope 
deposit customer receipt 90 printed by the terminal in 
accordance With the present invention is shoWn. The receipt 
90 is generated by the terminal 200 and printed by the printer 
216 in response to receipt of the envelope 20 that has been 
properly veri?ed by the control system 232 as containing a 
readable and authentic postal indicia 30 containing suf?cient 
postage. The receipt 90 includes a deposit date 92, a deposit 
time 94, a postal class indicator 96, a terminal ID number 98 
(optional), the ID tracking number 33 and an encoded 
representation 95 (optional) of the receipt data. The deposit 
date 92 and the deposit time 94 are obtained by the control 
system 232 from the clock 236. The terminal ID number 98 
identi?es a particular one of a plurality of remotely located 
terminals 200 that received the envelope 20. The postal class 
indicator and the ID tracking number 33 are obtained from 
the envelope 20 itself. The encoded representation 95 of the 
receipt data may be printed in both a machine readable 
format 95a, such as a bar code, and in human readable 
format, such as an alphanumeric string 95b. The encoded 
representation 95 may further employ cryptographic tech 
niques to prevent tampering With the receipt data. As 
examples, the encoded representation 95 may be: a hash 
of the receipt data; (ii) a digital signature based upon the 
receipt data; or (iii) some other manipulation of the receipt 
data utiliZing techniques that are generally undiscoverable 
by the public. 

[0024] Referring to FIGS. 1, 4 and 5, With the structural 
elements generally described as above, the operational 
aspects and additional details of the present invention in the 
most preferred embodiment Will noW be described in vieW 
of the life cycle of an envelope 20. For the sake of this 
discussion, it is assumed that the customer not only Wants to 
mail the envelope 20, but also Wants the receipt 90 or 
acknoWledgement, from the postal authority that the enve 
lope 20 has been received (deposited by the customer With 
sufficient postage). 

[0025] The customer begins by utiliZing the postage 
metering system 110 to process the envelope 20 and requests 
deposit tracking and feeds the envelope 20 through the 
postage metering system 110. The postage metering system 
110 generates the ID tracking number 33 using conventional 
techniques and prints it on the envelope 20. Preferably, the 
ID tracking number 33 is unique to each mail piece and is 
derived from envelope data (the recipient address 22 and the 
postal indicia 30). Most preferably, the ID tracking number 
33 is derived from the recipient address 22 and a sender 
identi?er, such as the meter serial number 32. Although the 
tracking number 33 may be printed on the envelope 20 at 
any convenient time, it is preferably printed along With the 
postal indicia 30 and the recipient address 22 as part of the 
postage evidencing transaction so that any required pay 
ments may be accounted for at one time. 

[0026] Once the envelope 20 is ready for deposit With the 
postal authority, the customer takes it to the terminal 200. 
Using the customer facing elements 210, the customer 
requests a receipt 90 and inserts the envelope 20 into the 
terminal 200 so that the envelope 20 passes through the input 
scanner 218. The input scanner 218 scans the recipient 
address 22 and the postal indicia 30 to determine the 
authenticity of the postal indicia 30. If the postal indicia 30 
is found to be valid, then the receipt 90 is issued by the 
terminal and a record of this transaction that is generally the 
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same as the information contained in the receipt 90 is stored 
by the control system 232 in the memory device 234. The 
accepted envelope 20 is fed into the bin 254 Where it Waits 
to be collected by a postal authority representative. If the 
postal indicia 30 is deemed improper (not found valid), then 
the envelope 20 is rejected by the terminal 200 and returned 
to the customer. 

[0027] On a periodic basis, the postal authority dispatches 
a representative to retrieve the envelopes 20 that have 
collected in the bin 254 and gather the records that have been 
stored in the memory device 234. The postal authority 
representative utiliZes a portable data carrier 134 to retrieve 
the records. The portable data carrier 134 may be a smart 
card, a personal digital assistant or any other suitable device. 
The portable data carrier 134 communicates With the termi 
nal 200 via the postal interface 250 (smart card reader/Writer, 
infrared, docking connector, etc.) Which is adapted to be 
compatible With the type of portable data carrier 134 being 
used. The portable data carrier 134 then further transmits the 
records to the postal data center 132 for use in tracking the 
envelope 20 and reporting back to the customer as to the 
status of the envelope 20. 

[0028] Based on the above description and the associated 
draWings, it should noW be apparent that the present inven 
tion improves many aspects of obtaining proof of deposit of 
an envelope 20 With the postal authority. Both the customer 
and the postal authority experience improvements in the 
overall ef?ciency and convenience of this postal system 100. 
For example, the customer is not required to go to a post 
of?ce WindoW during normal Working hours. As another 
example, the customer is not required to ?ll out any paper 
Work (forms). As yet another example, the postal authority 
does not have to print and distribute specialiZed forms 
(certi?ed mail, priority mail, etc.). As yet still another 
example, the postal authority becomes more ef?cient 
because they do not have to supply as much service at the 
post of?ce WindoW and the ID tracking numbers 33 are 
issued and input into their system automatically. As a further 
example, the receipt 90 may be uniquely tied to various 
parameters of each speci?c envelope 20, such as: the recipi 
ent address 22, the date, the time, the customer (via the meter 
serial number 32), the class of service (?rst, priority, regis 
tered, etc.) and/or any combination of the above. Further 
more, the veracity of the receipt 90 is veri?able by a third 
party (the postal authority) in case a dispute arises betWeen 
the customer and the recipient of the envelope 20. Still 
further, if there is a problem (readability—smearing of the 
image, fraudulent manipulation of the image, etc.) With the 
postal indicia 30 so that it may not be veri?ed, then the 
customer knoWs this immediately. This saves the customer 
time since the envelope 20 does not have to be subsequently 
returned to the customer by the postal authority. This also 
saves the postal authority the expense of handling the 
envelope 20 only to have to return it to the customer. Those 
skilled in the art Will likely recogniZe still other bene?ts of 
the present invention. 

[0029] Many features of the preferred embodiment repre 
sent design choices selected to best exploit the inventive 
concepts as implemented in an environment Where the 
method of postage payment is by a postage meter. HoWever, 
those skilled in the art Will recogniZe that various modi? 
cations and adaptations can be made Without departing from 
the spirit of the present invention. In other Words, the present 
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invention, as described above With respect to the most 
preferred embodiment, may be modi?ed to provide addi 
tional capability. For example, if the customer chooses to use 
stamps to evidence postage payment, then the terminal 200 
can be adapted to scan the stamps, verify them, cancel them 
and issue the ID tracking number 33. As another eXample, 
the terminal 200 in the postage metering system embodi 
ment may also generate the issuance of the ID tracking 
number 33. As yet another eXample, the veri?cation data 39 
and the ID tracking number 33 could be combined into a 
single set of data. As yet still another eXample, the terminal 
200 may be located in a more controlled environment, such 
as the post of?ce lobby. In this instance, the need for the 
portable data carrier 134 and the postal interface 250 is 
obviated because the control system 232 may communicate 
directly With the data center 132. As a further eXample, the 
postage payment capability may be incorporated into the 
terminal 200. In this case, the customer facing elements 210 
could accept payment (cash, credit card, debit card, etc.) and 
print evidence of postage payment on the envelope 20. 

[0030] Therefore, the inventive concept in its broader 
aspects is not limited to the speci?c details of the preferred 
embodiments described above, but is de?ned by the 
appended claims and their equivalents. 

What is Claimed is: 
1. A mail piece receipt terminal for accepting a mail piece 

having payment information applied thereto, the mail receipt 
terminal comprising: 

a controller module including a control system and a 
clock module; 

an input scanner module in operative communication With 
the controller module for: receiving the mail piece, 
and (ii) scanning the payment information to determine 
its veracity; 

a receipt module in operative communication With the 
controller module for providing receipt data corre 
sponding to the mail piece; and 

an interface in operative communication With the control 
ler module for providing the receipt data to a data 
center. 

2. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, Wherein: 

the controller module includes a memory device in opera 
tive communication With the controller system for 
storing the receipt data. 

3. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, further 
comprising: 

a portable data carrier for transferring the receipt data 
from the interface to the data center. 

4. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, Wherein: 

the receipt data includes a date/time stamp and an ID 
tracking number that uniquely corresponds to the mail 
piece. 

5. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 4, Wherein: 

the receipt data further includes a terminal ID number that 
uniquely corresponds to a particular terminal that 
received the mail piece Where the particular terminal is 
one of a plurality of remotely distributed terminals. 
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6. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 4, Wherein: 

the receipt data further includes an indicator of a class of 
service for the mail piece. 

7. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, Wherein: 

the receipt module includes an encoder for generating an 
encoded version of at least a portion of the receipt data. 

8. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, Wherein: 

the receipt module includes a printer for printing a receipt 
including receipt data thereon corresponding to the 
mail piece. 

9. The mail piece receipt terminal of claim 1, Wherein: 

the input scanner module rejects the mail piece if the 
payment information is determined to be improper. 

10. Amethod of operating a postal system for receiving a 
mail piece having payment information applied thereto, the 
method comprising the step(s) of: 

receiving the mail piece at a mail piece receipt terminal; 

scanning the payment information to determine its verac 
ity; 

generating receipt data corresponding to the mail piece; 
and 

transferring the receipt data to a data center. 
11. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 

of: 

storing the receipt data in a memory device. 
12. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 

of: 

transferring the receipt data from the mail piece terminal 
to the data center using a portable data carrier. 

13. The method of claim 11, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

including Within the receipt data a date/time stamp and an 
ID tracking number that uniquely corresponds to the 
mail piece. 

14. The method of claim 13, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

including Within the receipt data a terminal ID number 
that uniquely corresponds to a particular terminal that 
generated the receipt data Where the particular terminal 
is one of a plurality of remotely distributed terminals. 

15. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

including Within the receipt data an indicator of a class of 
service for the mail piece. 

16. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

generating an encoded version of at least a portion of the 
receipt data. 

17. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

rejecting the mail piece if the payment information is 
determined to be improper. 

18. The method of claim 10, further comprising the step(s) 
of: 

printing a receipt including receipt data thereon corre 
sponding to the mail piece. 

* * * * * 


